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Abstract 
As noted in Universities Australia’s (2011a, 2011b) investigations into Indigenous Cultural Competency, most 
universities have struggled with successfully devising and achieving a translation of Indigenous protocols 
into their curricula. Walliss & Grant (2000: 65) have also concluded that, given the nature of the built 
environment disciplines, including planning, and their professional practice activities, there is a “need for 
specific cultural awareness education” to service these disciplines and not just attempts to insert Indigenous 
perspectives into their curricula. Bradley’s policy initiative at the University of South Australia (1997-2007), 
“has not achieved its goal of incorporation of Indigenous perspectives into all its undergraduate programs by 
2010, it has achieved an incorporation rate of 61%” (Universities Australia 2011a: 9; 
http://www.unisa.edu.au/ducier/icup/default.asp).  
Contextually, Bradley’s strategic educational aim at University of South Australia led a social reformist 
agenda, which has been continued in Universities Australia’s release of Indigenous Cultural Competency 
(2011a; 2011b) reports that has attracted mixed media criticism (Trounson 2012a: 5, 2012b: 5) and concerns 
that it represents “social engineering” rather than enhancing “criticism as a pedagogical tool ... as a means of 
advancing knowledge” (Melleuish 2012: 10). While the Planning Institute of Australia’s (PIA) Indigenous 
Planning Policy Working Party has observed that fundamental changes are needed to the way Australian 
planning education addresses Indigenous perspectives and interests, it has concluded that planners “! 
perceptual limitations of their own discipline and the particular discourse of our own craft” were hindering 
enhanced learning outcomes (Wensing 2007: 2). Gurran (PIA 2007) has noted that the core curriculum in 
planning includes an expectation of “knowledge of ! Indigenous Australian cultures, including relationships 
between their physical environment and associated social and economic systems” but that it has not been 
addressed. This paper critiques these discourses and offers an Indigenous perspective of the debate. 
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It seems that everywhere we look at the moment in Aboriginal affairs the term “cultural competency” is 
popping up.  
Cultural competency is an area of study that is gaining prominence as we encounter more human 
diversity in our work and our lives (Valaskakis, Stout & Guimand, 2009: 237).  
The concept, certainly in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander spectrum, seems to have gained a life of 
its own without ever having gone through any semblance of a vigorous intellectual interrogation of what it is. 
Like many concepts that lay lifeless on the education policy landscape, cultural competency in the form that 
has recently surfaced does on closer examination present simply more than a number of half thought-out 
generalities. The greater danger of this discourse however is that in the pursuit of education policy 
reformation to address “cultural competency” that massive time, effort and focus are being distracted from 
real goals in Aboriginal affairs. Currently “cultural competency” has vicariously gathered gravitas in profile 
and status way beyond its means and certainly below any real substance. Simply put “cultural competency” 
in its current incarnation is not the panacea that it is being purported to be in universities, professions and in 
government who translate it into an ever-growing feeding frenzy for window-dressed training programs. This 
paper poses some critical questions around the inadequacies of the present intellectual architecture of 
“cultural competency” as it is currently being espoused and sends up something of a timely admonitory flare. 
Indigenous Insights: There is a place 
In 2005, having co-chaired The Review Report: Victorian Implementation Review of the Recommendations 
from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (Victoria 2005) arising from the Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (Australia 1991), Rose was privy to a whole range of services 
both general and those specifically targeting Indigenous people that from his perspective failed to achieve 
their service delivery aims and objectives. It was the original Royal Commission that referred to a notion of 
“underlying issues” which permeated service delivery that when translated referred to a general paradigm 
and mindset in the broader population that was fed by a chronic ignorance around Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander issues.  
This led Rose to express in The Great Silent Apartheid that  “It [cultural awareness] can be quantified as a 
competency and immersed industrially as a requirement and an ongoing KPI (Key Performance Indicator) for 
systems, schools and teachers” (Rose 2006: 1). His reference was driven by the sheer frustration of what he 
had witnessed whilst co-chairing, over eighteen months, the Review where time and time again professional 
decisions and practice were inappropriately deployed from intellectually and conceptually stunted positions, 
driven from the core of the “silent apartheid”. His conclusion was that professional ineptitude can be 
measured in many ways but none as poignant as incarcerated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
who found the surrealism of the criminal justice system more attractive than the realism of their life.  
His frustration was furthered by the plethora of cultural awareness exercises or ‘workshops’ that take place 
on a daily basis around the nation. These are delivered by passionate people and attended by genuine 
people some albeit with a ‘cucumber sandwich’ dependency and who are entertained and taken on what is 
virtually a cultural-like ‘Contiki’ tour. Failures of the general education system render them palpably ignorant 
about the land that they live on. But, are they ever taken to the next step; challenged to translate their new 
found insights in viable workplace practise? The reason why cultural awareness exercises are necessary is 
because of the societal ramification of where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders knowledge is positioned 
in the national consciousness. 
Australian education systems and sectors placement of culture and tradition on the fringe has 
dispossessed and stunted the intellectual capacity and the national psyche of this country. For the 
field of education the Silent Apartheid and the range of by-products that it has developed has 
drastically impeded engagement and the ability of educators, schools and systems to deliver on their 
mandate to teach all. With this they as educators, schools and systems must seek to break the 
corrupted and jaundiced cycle of knowledge transfer. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders should 
have more confidence if it were to become industrially prescribed as a competency as opposed to 
relying on the mere chance of cultural conversion through awareness training (Rose 2006: 3). 
The need for breaking this cycle of knowledge transfer is as relevant now as it ever has been. There still 
exists, an abyss in the national psyche – rich in the Jungian tradition – is part of the great “collective 
unconsciousness”. This abyss, that is the “great silent apartheid”, he perceives represents a gaping hole in 
the Australia’s narrative that in the absence of reality is filled with half truths, mythologies and stereotypes 
that distort. Thus, “Unfortunately contemporary culture regards truth as a subject worthy of fiction rather than 
intellectual pursuit” (Furedi 2006: 8). 
Evidence abounds just in social indicators alone for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and while it 
would be easy to mount a statistical ‘big picture’ account of the effect of the continuing ‘silent apartheid’ a 
seminal representation can just as easily be drawn in the specific. 
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Academic Insights: Struggling to Comprehend Colonisation and Decolonisation 
Acknowledgement of traditional land owners 
Deakin University would like to acknowledge that the present site of the Melbourne Burwood Campus 
is located on the land of the Wurundjeri people, the Geelong Waurn Ponds Campus and Geelong 
Waterfront Campus are located on the land of the Wathaurong people, and the Warrnambool Campus 
is located on the land of the Gunditjmara people. They are connected to these lands, have walked 
these lands, and continue to care for them and nurture them for future generations (Deakin 
http://www.deakin.edu.au/about/distinctive-features.php). 
In articulating the above acknowledgement Deakin University, like, most Australian universities and 
Australian government bureaucracies express tacit recognition of the past nations and generations that 
occupied the Australian continent and associated archipelagos, prior to invasion and colonization. In the 
course of some 100 years of Western “advancement”, over 250–300 nations with their own languages 
possessing some 600 dialects, were dispossessed from the Australian landscape. Such erased some 60,000 
year of environmental knowledge and appreciation of landscape and climate change. 
In the wider setting of Australian tertiary provision, Indigenous Australians include many groups, languages 
and cultures that possess a diversity of languages, beliefs and customs. Every part of Australia belongs to 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people and these peoples speak of the lands and waters they have 
traditional affiliation and responsibility for as their ‘country’. Thus, Indigenous clans and family groups as well 
as individuals hold the responsibility to look after or ‘care for country’, as expressed by Rose (1996: 7): 
People talk about country in the same way that they would talk about a person: they speak to country, 
sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for country and long for country ! country 
knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or happy ! Because of this richness, country 
is home, and peace; nourishment for body, mind and spirit; heart’s ease” (Rose 1996: 7).  
Academics Jacobs and Mulvihill (1995), in an invited opinion paper, charted a plea to instill a multi-cultural 
literacy ethos in the learning and practice of planning and landscape architecture in Canada and Australia. 
Their benchmark was the similar Indigenous cultures present in these two biospheres that offered new 
perspectives to better guide and inform Western professional practices. Core in their plea, rotating around 
joint stewardship, was the need to embrace this approach to enable “greater cultural and environmental 
literacy ! [including] building integrated knowledge systems, initiating sustainable and equitable 
management strategies, and [to encourage] adaptive institutions” to better inform and guide the future of 
these regions (Jacobs & Mulvihill 1995: 7). 
Despite this plea little has occurred at the Australian tertiary institution level for built environment 
professional training.  In contrast various researchers and authors have highlighted this flaw in Australian 
academia despite growing engagement in their respective practice realms. In the disciplines of architecture, 
landscape architecture and planning, that comprise the core built environment professions, only their 
respective professional institutes – the Australian Institute of Architects (AIA), the Australian Institute of 
Landscape Architects (AILA), and the Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) – have sought to formalize any 
engagement and to re-cast Indigenous perspectives into tertiary teaching through their education policies 
and criteria.  Despite this philosophical response, its actual execution has been wanting.  This has resulted in 
a serious engagement and embrace of protocols and knowledge system that offer longitudinal perspectives 
and “a vital part of building a new ethic” in these professional “that intuitively respects Indigenous culture and 
tradition” and its embodiment in practice (Wensing 2011: 16). 
As evidenced in Universities Australia’s (2011a, 2011b) investigations, most universities have struggled with 
successfully crafting and achieving a translation of Indigenous protocols into their curricula. Bradley’s 
initiative, when she was Vice Chancellor of the University of South Australia (1997-2007), “has not achieved 
its goal of incorporation of Indigenous perspectives into all its undergraduate programs by 2010, it has 
achieved an incorporation rate of 61%” (UA 2011a: 9; http://www.unisa.edu.au/ducier/icup/default.asp). This 
initiative drew from the vision and goals for Indigenous higher education of the Indigenous Higher Education 
Advisory Committee (2007), the World Indigenous Nations Higher Education Consortium (2007), the Vision 
for 2020 of the Review of Australian Higher Education (2008) and were embodied into the Bradley Review of 
Australian Higher Education (2008).  
These perspectives underpin Bradley et al’s (2008: 5) belief that “education is at the core of any national 
agenda for social and economic change” and by the “deepening understanding of health and social issues, 
and by providing access to higher levels of learning to people from all backgrounds, it can enhance social 
inclusion and reduce social and economic disadvantage.” Thus a social reformist aspiration, which has been 
continued in the release of the recent Guiding Principles for Development Indigenous Cultural Competency 
in Australia Universities (2011a) and the National Best Framework for Indigenous Cultural Competency in 
Australian Universities (2011b) that has been criticised in the media as perpetuating “social engineering” 
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rather than enhancing “criticism as a pedagogical tool ... as a means of advancing knowledge” (Melleuish 
2012: 10).  
A definitional distinction needs to be expressed here about the scope of this type of “cultural competency”. 
The Universities Australia project approaches this realm as: 
Indigenous cultural competency refers to the ability to understand and value Indigenous perspectives. 
It provides the basis upon which Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians may engage positively in 
a spirit of mutual respect and reconciliation  
and, 
Student and staff knowledge and understanding of Indigenous Australian cultures, histories and 
contemporary realities and awareness of Indigenous protocols, combined with the proficiency to 
engage and work effectively in Indigenous contexts congruent to the expectations of Indigenous 
Australian peoples (Universities Australia 2011a: 3).  
Academic Insights: Educating Planners 
Within contemporary built environment literature there is a clear lack of discourse about the nexus between 
the built environment professionals and Indigenous protocols and knowledge systems. In contrast there is 
considerable rhetoric about aspirations but such has not been translated into tertiary-level execution less in 
fragmented instances. 
In the academic realm, authors in the anthropology, geography and history disciplines have been perceptive 
and relevant in participating in much of this debate. But the planning discipline has been lax in its 
introspectively and ethical responsiveness, still deferring its appraisals to dates of colonization despite Native 
Title legislative responsibilities. Thus historic and contemporary planning interrogations continue to exclude 
and marginalize despite pleas “from the edges” of the discipline by authors and planning practitioners 
including Johnson (2010), Wensing (2007, 2011), Jackson (1997), Cosgrove & Kliger (1997), and Jones 
(2005, 2010). These authors have both questioned this ethical accountability and offered case studies that 
demonstrate alternate planning approaches and outcomes that robustly express and fulfill Indigenous 
interests, aspirations and ‘planning’ strategies. Wensing summarizes it as: 
This cultural blindness means that conventional land and property planning as well as management 
regimes have been, and !. Continue to be, instruments in sanctioning and reinforcing ABTSI 
[Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander] people’s dispossession of their land and culture, causing loss of 
physical, spiritual and cultural traditions and customs (Wensing 2007). 
Wensing (2011) has recently expressed this as a major deficiency in the tuition and grounding of future 
planners. His thoughts reiterate conclusions and investigations by Gurran & Phibbs (2003, 2004) whom 
concluded that Indigenous knowledge systems and land management concepts were markedly lacking in 
planning education in Australia. Johnson (2010) has ventured that Western precepts of the very nature of 
‘planning’, and Australian planning histories, assume incorrectly that no conscious planning of Australia’s 
land resources occurred until colonisation. Low Choy et al (2009, 2011) have reinforced both conclusions but 
have also demonstrated the unique and valuable insights that Indigenous knowledge systems and their 
stakeholders can offer to conventional planning practice. 
Similar concerns about the education of planners have been expressed about the education of landscape 
architects by Jones (2002), Lawson & Erickson (2002), Low Choy et al (2011a) about flaws in landscape 
architecture curricula. Sinatra & Murphy (1997, 1999) charted a now lapsed OutReach initiative that exposed 
landscape architecture student’s to various north-western and central Australian Indigenous communities 
and their landscape planning, management, and shelter and health problems. Revell and Jones have 
continued this agenda in their respective teaching activities, in central and Western Australia and in south-
eastern Australia respectively with Jones (et al 1997; 2005, 2010) pointing to the urgency to reappraise and 
incorporate Indigenous environmental knowledge systems in mainstream landscape architecture education 
curricula; a point reinforced in his research with the Wurundjeri and Kaurna communities. 
In Australian academic and practitioner architectural discourses the debates are about housing and 
representation/symbolism.  
On the former, it is undeniable that the state of Indigenous housing in Australia is deplorable in comparison 
to non-Indigenous Australians housing conditions (Go-Sam 2011; Nganampa et al 1987; Pholeros 2003; 
Williams & Houston 1997). Such is often the result of the ongoing failure of critical house hardware that, 
when not maintained, severely impact everyday living practices demonstrating a clear lack of knowledge and 
comprehension of the problems. The plethora of confusing of national, state and local policies, government 
funding arrangements, medical research findings and bureaucratic machinations are also hindering a 
culturally relevant and appropriate response that recognises multiple issues and not that one generic answer 
fits all situations (Go-Sam 2011; Memmott 2003; Pholeros 2003; Tonkinson 2007; Ward 2011). Stallard 
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(2011: 2) has concluded that “there is no clear way to approach an Indigenous housing project” because the 
“cross-disciplinary needs of Aboriginal housing still leaves the architect in doubt of where to begin” so 
offering a clear or generic ‘answer’ or avenue as a curricula conclusion to students is the incorrect teaching 
avenue to pursue. She reinforces the conclusion that cultural competency curricula strategies are ideal but in 
the built environment disciplines specific immersive and engagement learning and consultation needs to be 
entertained. 
On the latter debate topic, public Indigenous architecture has been present in Australia since the late 20th 
century and has been used to highlight and inform the user about Australian Indigenous culture (Fantin 
2003; Goad 2002; Lochert 1997; Mallie & Ostwald 2009; Memmott 1997; Memmott & Reser 2000; Muecke 
2004; Palmer 2007). In order to express a sense of understanding for the user, architects have employed 
symbolism -- often abstracted references from Indigenous culture -- in a design as a technique to attach a 
greater level of significance to the building, resulting in AIA peer award winning assemblages such as the 
Bowali Visitor Information Centre (NT), Brambuk Cultural Centre (Vic) and Karijini Visitors Centre (WA). But 
realising these outcomes takes considerable patience, comprehension of Indigenous knowledge systems 
that are both community and ‘country’-specific and which successfully respond to the distinct Indigenous 
culture of the area and communicate a message on the user. Sawyer (2011: 1, 26-27) has concluded that 
while “architecture has the ability to create a dialogue that will lead to improvements in understanding the 
culture, and thus a more harmonious relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians,” it 
cannot be achieved in cultural competency curricula strategies but only through built environment specific 
immersive and engagement learning and consultation. 
Both discourses cannot be appreciated in normal “cultural competency” appreciation curricula nor can they 
be realised in offering an “Indigenous perspective” as they are far more complex in place and design theory 
and practice, and such is a conceptual level that AIA professional accreditation policy expects a graduate to 
possess upon completion. 
Oberklaid (2008), in the only analytical survey of the built environment educational sector has concluded that 
there is a paucity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander content in existing Australian planning courses, 
thereby substantiating the conclusions and concerns of Gurran & Phibbs (2003; 2004), Low Choy et at 
(2009; 2011), Jones (1997; 2005; 2010), Margerum et al (2003), and Wensing (2011). The same conclusion 
can be drawn of Australian architecture and landscape architecture programs, whereby there is no statistical 
analysis of what is transpiring for the former and a preliminary statistical review of the latter reviews a 
fragmented and highly disproportionate response largely driven by 2 programs at University of Western 
Australia and Deakin.   
Oberklaid (2008), supported by Wensing (2011), expressed these findings as representing a major concern 
because, planning courses: 
• were failing to keep abreast of changes in the native title and land rights determinations and 
approaches to Australia despite the major impositions they have upon statutory and strategic planning 
practice; 
• were failing to incorporate Indigenous peoples as integral stakeholder in any consultation process 
especially given the extensive ‘country’ acknowledgement statements articulated throughout Australia; 
• were failing to delve into property and land law, including Indigenous rights and interests as part of 
their translation of the Australian planning process; 
• were failing to grapple with and translate the implications of native title rights and determinations into 
statutory and strategic planning processes and instruments for students and practitioners alike; 
• were failing to address their moral obligations, and increasingly ethical obligations via PIA policy, to 
improve planners’ appropriation of Indigenous culture, rights and interests and the institutional 
frameworks thereto; and  
• were failing to cultivate any research inquiry or discourse to assist the ‘re-tooling’ of planning 
education. 
The same conclusions can be drawn of architecture and landscape architecture courses albeit the distinct 
lack of analytical research on this topic. Instead, as in the case of the planning courses surveyed by 
Oberklaid, most courses offered fragment of this knowledge, knowledge systems, protocols and cultural 
codes. This is of increasingly concern as being able to synthesis, distil, and craft environmental knowledge 
and patterns in design and text is so integral to the planning and landscape architecture disciplines; why are 
they not opening this ‘book’? 
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Institutional Insights: Trying to Craft Learning Outcomes 
For each of the architecture, landscape architecture and planning disciplines there is a professional institute 
whom devise an Education Policy and undertake regular detailed professional accreditation evaluations of 
the pedagogy and academic content and exist performance of courses. Each has similar accreditation 
structures and policy contexts that are discussed below. 
Architectural education is underpinned by the Architects Institute of Australia (AIA) and its Education Policy. 
Despite this the AIA has no formal Indigenous or Reconciliation Policy, less an Indigenous Housing 
Development Policy. While the AIA’s Tertiary Education of Architects Policy (2008a) does not mention 
Indigenous cultural literacy, its Standards for Programs in Architecture (2009) requires “an understanding of 
the history and theory of Western, non-western, regional and indigenous architecture” and “an awareness of 
the broader cultural context in which architecture is practised” together with “an awareness of social and 
cultural dimensions of place” alluding to cultural literacy (AIA 2009: Clauses 3.3.1ii, 3.5.1i, 3.6.1i; 
http://www.architecture.com.au/i-cms?page=13404; http://www.architecture.com.au/i-
cms?page=1.13262.13312.13441 ).   
Similarly, the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects (AILA) contains no reference to Indigenous 
knowledge empowerment in its broad Education Policy (AILA 2011) but does require a demonstration of 
“Indigenous people’s cultural and spiritual relationships to country, landscape, and place” in landscape 
architecture courses via their University Accreditation Standards (AILA 2011: C24a; 
http://www.aila.org.au/education/policy.htm). 
The Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) in contrast has been more active in this realm approving an 
Indigenous Development Policy (2007) that reaffirms PIA’s commitment “to reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.”  It has also established an Indigenous Planning Policy Working 
Party chaired by Wensing, that has framed several discussion papers about ‘country’ protocols, 
terminologies, possible education reforms, and a Reconciliation Action Plan 
(http://www.planning.org.au/policy/indigenous-planning-working-group#improving). This Working Party has 
concluded that fundamental changes are needed to the way Australian planning education addresses 
Indigenous perspectives and interests, and in particular to alert planners to the: 
! perceptual limitations of their own discipline and the particular discourse of our own craft. The 
rational technocratic focus of much land use planning ! often precludes appropriate and meaningful 
consultation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Planners also need to be aware of the 
norms of Anglo-Australian culture with its emphasis on liberalist ideas of individual property ownership, 
the rights of the individual, materialism, free enterprise, competition, nuclear families and written 
sources of history and law. These are in stark contrast to the non-competitive, communal and 
extended families, and a dependency on oral traditions and customary laws of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander societies (Wensing 1999, quoted in Wensing 2007: 2; 
http://www.planning.org.au/documents/item/67 ). 
Gurran (2008) has noted in a Planning Education Discussion Paper commissioned by PIA that the core 
curriculum in planning includes an expectation of “knowledge of ! Indigenous Australian cultures, including 
relationships between their physical environment and associated social and economic systems” 
(http://www.planning.org.au/documents/item/67 ). This observation was drawn from the former PIA 
Education Policy (2002) that has since been replaced by one that dilutes this specific expectation into: 
Performance Outcomes  
1. Knowledge of the diversity of populations served, including indigenous cultures, minority and 
special needs groups, and different age groups including children and older people, and a capacity to 
engage meaningfully with diverse groups, including ‘hard to reach’ populations (PIA 2010: 10) 
The Lone Ranger Complex 
Compounding the challenge of the ignominious existence of how Indigenous Australian’s reside on its 
paradigmatic landscape, driven by two centuries of societal marginalisation, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders are in almost every representation – from the arts to economics – on the fringe. This scenario has 
seeped into the national psyche fuelled by the great silent apartheid. As Rose (2006: 3) has concluded: 
The silent apartheid as a detrimental phenomenon is bolstered not by the vacuum that it creates 
through the sustenance of ignorance, but by the raft of inappropriate by-products it produces in order 
to fill void. These by-products are themselves often covert and present not as racism but as an 
‘ignorance’ that elicits professional practise that is derisive and harmful to both Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islanders and the general population. 
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Donnelly (2007: 40) has similarly expressed this conclusion as: 
How we view humanity really matters. If we insist on seeing humans as morally degraded parasites 
then every significant technical problem from the millennium bug to the avian flu will be feared as a 
potential catastrophe beyond our control. Today’s intellectual persuasion and cultural distortion 
distracts all humans from confronting challenges that lie ahead.  
The image used at the start of this paper is that of the iconic and enigmatic personality of the Lone Ranger. 
As one of Americas earliest fabled super heroes donning a tight fitting body suit, a mask and an obsequious 
Indigenous sidekick was all he needed to assume legendary status of a bygone era. The series migrated 
from radio to television with very few fans ever knowing the real significance of his sidekick called Tonto. 
Tonto always took a subservient role.  The only expertise that he offered the Lone Ranger was the 
mysterious and exotic peripheral “native” wisdom all the time supporting the Western dominance and 
reinforcing stereotypes. A deeper understanding and greater transparency lies however in Tonto’s name, 
Tonto is a Spanish word that translated into English roughly means “stupid or dim witted”.  
Since the 1960’s dedicated Lone Ranger fans around the world were subliminally bombarded with negativity 
about Indigenous people. As subtle and remote as it may seem in this country it did feed along with both 
overt and covert inputs dating as far back as from Darwin’s measuring skulls to some of the more recent 
rhetoric surrounding notion of ‘closing the gap’ and insatiable appetite that is a deficit syndrome has been 
hard to satisfy.  
The original Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1991) in its reference to “underlying 
issues” in service delivery fell short of naming the phenomena. Professionally it is reaching for the ill 
informed psychologically default button that is at arm’s length. The phenomenon which is the deficit 
syndrome can surface in a classroom numerous times a day. It is whenever in a classroom teacher 
inadvertently ethnically profiles a student by mistaking the soft bigotry of low expectation with meeting a 
perceived need of the student. This is when a professional educator who sees an Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander student would rather than invest in his/her dreams relegates their future to sport, art or a trade 
without investing in the child’s dreams. Or when an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person is incarcerated 
not because of criminal prowess but because every other option in their life has evaporated and the 
pathology of the criminal justice system was for them the option of last resort. 
How then in terms of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural competency programs will any program be 
so intrusive that it will crack the ‘Lone Ranger Complex’ and influence the ‘attitude frame’ that resides so 
deeply in both the personal and national psyche. True competency around culture will only be possible once 
the great collective unconsciousness is addressed and a new grand narrative falls in place. Rose personally 
struggles to see how the current offerings in cultural awareness or cultural competency alone will ever 
permeate it. Certainly very few offerings provide the potential to challenge the national deficit syndrome or 
the Lone Ranger Complex.  
Conclusion 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture awareness is merely the trigger and not the end product. This 
aspect seems to be rarely evident in the current offerings of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 
offerings. Also within the mythological window frame of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 
competency is the proposition that “cultural competency” is a single competency. Therefore a significant 
danger exists if one presumes that at the conclusion of an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural 
competency program that they are in fact competent runs the risk of a of false expectation both on the part 
the professional and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community. Compounding the danger further is 
the possibility that as a result of all the very best intentions the opposite result of the intention can result:  
However under some circumstances, cultural contacts may also promote culturocentrism and 
intercultural animosity (Elliot 2005: 500). 
As tomorrow dawns and across the nation literally thousands of people both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
will partake in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural awareness/cultural competency exercises. When 
the last cucumber sandwich has been consumed along with the last gulp of filtered conference coffee what 
will be taken back to the workplace the next day?  
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